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CHRIS

EIGHT MINUTES. THAT’S HOW LONG it takes light from the Sun to reach Earth. That means every time we look up at the sky, we can only ever see the Sun as it was eight minutes ago, never how it is right in this moment.

The next closest star to our Sun is Proxima Centauri, at 4.2 light-years away. That’s 25 trillion miles. It would take tens of thousands of years to get there. And the farthest stars are millions of light-years away. Far enough that so many of the stars we see don’t even exist anymore; they’ve died in the time it took for their light to reach us. All we can see is the past, but only so far—13 billion light-years. Anything beyond that is simply too distant, and the light hasn’t had enough time to reach us yet.

There’s something about that. Something fascinating. Terrifying. Beautiful.

But sometimes I wish that for just once I could see into the future, not on an astronomical scale, maybe just two or three years into my own life. If I could know ahead of time how this will all turn out, whether I’ll be okay or not, then maybe I’d be a lot less scared, a lot less angry, right now.

That’s what I was thinking about in the backseat, as I stared out the window, watching the scenery on the I-90 turn like seasons, from suburbs to city to suburbs to country and back again. Until now, my parents had only spoken once in two and a half hours, and that was to tell me to turn my music down.

“Chris?” I pretended not to hear. “Chris,” Mom repeated, louder, twisting around in her seat.

My dad’s eyes ticked up to meet mine in the rearview mirror.

I pulled my headphones down around my neck. That was all the response I’d give her.

She stared at me like she was trying really hard to see something in me, see someone in me. “Is this punishment?” she asked. “You’re trying to punish me by doing this?”

“Sure,” I muttered.

Monosyllabic. I learned that word when I was seven, as in Mom hated when I would give her monosyllabic answers instead of full sentences, which is why I used them strategically.

“I said I was sorry, Chris.” She hadn’t, actually. “You hate me that much?” she asked, and I could tell by the sharp edges of her words that I was making her angry. Good.

“Whate’er,” I mumbled, smashing the word down to a single, compact sound. I hadn’t spoken more than one-syllable words to Mom in two days, and I sure as hell wasn’t about to start now.

“I—you—” she began, but stopped herself, realizing we’d had this fight a million times already, not only over the last two days, but the whole past year, and no one ever ended up winning. She turned to Dad instead. “A little help, Joe? I mean, really. God, she just—”

“He,” Dad interrupted. “Okay? Can we just let it be?” He cut his eyes to her, not quite raising his voice. It takes a lot for him to actually get angry, but lately that quality has only seemed to enrage my mom.

“Let it be?” she repeated, this bitter laugh vibrating under her words. “Fine.” She jerked herself around in the seat, crossing her arms and making a point to stare straight ahead, without a sound. But I could see her working the muscles of her jaws, clenching her teeth like she was chewing up whatever words were left over in her mouth.

Dad watched me in the rearview again, his eyes wanting to tell me something I don’t think he knew how to say with his voice. That he was trying. That maybe part of him understood part of me. That he was on my side. Sometimes.

He looked forward again, rolled his head from side to side, and then readjusted his grip on the steering wheel, accelerating to just above the speed limit. I put my headphones back on and closed my eyes.

•  •  •

All I’d done was dare to leave my house. All I wanted was a little freedom, just a tiny amount of control over my own life.

Two days ago I woke up early, before my parents. The house was quiet and the day was perfect. I started getting dressed, laced up my running shoes. I was planning on heading down to the basement to use Mom’s old treadmill, like I did most mornings.

But somehow, I walked out of the front door instead.

I took three easy steps down our porch stairs, then into the driveway, and then down the sidewalk. First I just jogged. Past our neighbor’s house, then up to the stop sign at the corner. I was going to turn around.

But as my feet hit the pavement, falling into that old familiar rhythm, I ran. Ran the way I used to before school, back when they still let me go to school. I didn’t mean to be gone for so long. Maybe I knew they’d be worrying, but I just couldn’t care anymore. I couldn’t keep living inside their fear, because, as much as I hated to admit it, their fear was contagious and it was beginning to become mine too.

Yes, I forgot to bring my phone, but that was an accident.

When I got back, they were waiting for me in the living room. They’d even called Coleton, my only remaining real-life, flesh-and-blood friend, who was sitting on the couch looking like he’d just rolled out of bed. I walked through the door, and Dad stopped, midpace, stood very still, and yelled, really yelled, “Where the hell have you been?” in a voice that sounded like a stranger’s. Coleton stood quickly, and I distinctly remember the look on his face as he approached me. He came so close, I actually thought he was going to hit me, but instead he just stood in front of me and said, “You’re good.” I couldn’t tell if it was a question or a statement, but I didn’t have time to respond because he shook his head and elbowed past me, slamming the door behind him on his way out.

Mom didn’t say anything.

She marched up to me with yesterday’s mascara streaked in angry black lines across her cheeks, and pushed me. Shoved me, hard, against the door. And then she took a step back, and I remember it happening almost in slow motion. I heard it before I felt it. Like that sharp crack of the door slamming shut again. Except it took me a second to realize that sound was her hand against my cheek. A slap. The feeling spread like a million tiny needles piercing the side of my face one after the other. She had never hit me before; neither of my parents had ever hit me, not so much as a single spanking as a child. I don’t remember if anyone said anything; I just remember Mom backing up slowly, looking at me as if I was the one who’d hit her.

I stormed up the stairs to my bedroom, grabbed my phone, and saw that I had forty-seven missed calls, eighteen voice mails, and twenty-nine text messages from the three of them.

That was when I called Isobel. Because she had promised me she’d be there if I ever needed anything. And I desperately did.

•  •  •

The chirping of the turn signal woke me. Then the rumble of loose gravel under the tires made me sit up. I looked around as we were finally pulling into the driveway that led up to Aunt Isobel’s house, which used to be my mom’s house too; it was the house they grew up in.

After ten hours of sitting in the four-door pressure cooker that was our family car, I jumped out the instant Dad shifted into park.

“Holy shit,” I mumbled under my breath. This was really, truly the middle of nowhere. People say that, but I always thought it was an exaggeration. Not this time. Nothing but farms and fields and woods as far as I could see. I’d only ever seen this place in old photographs; it felt strange to be here in person. Exactly what I was expecting, yet nothing like it at all. The only thing that resembled civilization was the old, dilapidated house that stood in front of me, the place that would be home for the next two and a half months.

I had the urge to run again—to run and keep on running forever. But just then, I caught sight of Isobel on the front porch. She was wearing her nurse’s scrubs and leaning up against a post that also leaned, supporting an awning that sloped too far downward to be structurally sound. Her feet were bare as she descended the steps, and as she came closer I could tell from her heavy eyelids and her casual smile that she was tired. She must’ve just gotten off work. But something changed in her face when our eyes met, like we were coconspirators and this whole mess, this whole fucked-up year, was all part of some elaborate plan that was working out perfectly because it had brought us together, right here, right now.

Isobel could make me believe in a lot of things.

She was holding her arms open, and as I walked toward her I remembered everything I loved about her all at once. And I felt less like running away. Isobel is older than Mom by three years, but still, I’ve always thought of her as the cool, young aunt. She’s brave. Does her own thing and doesn’t care what people think—like last year, how she streaked her hair electric blue, just because. Or when she got that bird tattoo when my grandma died.

I usually only get to see her once or twice a year. Thanksgiving and Christmas, or sometimes she’ll make the trip for a special birthday or anniversary.

She’ll come for bad things too. Like Grandma’s funeral. Or like last fall, when I was beaten so bad that I was in the hospital—she was there then. She was also there when I got out, and she stayed with us for the six weeks it took for me to get better. She forced me to do all the painful physical therapy, and even let me hate her for pushing me so hard. She wouldn’t let me give up. She made me strong again, even stronger than I was before.

“Chris, my goodness! Look at you, come here.” She gave me a quick, firm hug. Not a long, drawn-out pity hug, for which I was thankful. When she pulled away, she shielded her eyes from the sun as she looked up at me, then took my chin in her other hand and said, like it was no big deal, “So handsome.”

But before I could respond, Mom appeared right next to me, saying, “Hello, Isobel,” her voice all tight and annoyed and disapproving.

“Sheila, good to see you.” Isobel flashed a smile that was so much warmer than my mom deserved, but then she gave me a wink when Mom wasn’t looking.

The three of us stood there, silent, as we waited for Dad to trudge up from the car, struggling to carry four of my bags at once. As he set them down on the ground and looked at Isobel, he smiled—a real smile—for the first time in a long time.

Isobel pulled him into a hug that lasted just a few seconds too long. Definitely a pity hug—poor old Joe and his nasty wife and his screwed-up kid that he doesn’t know what to do with anymore.

Mom looked down at the ground and cleared her throat. As my dad and Isobel pulled apart, Isobel said, “How you doing, Joey?”

“Joey?” He scoffed. “Please, you make it sound like I’m twelve years old.”

“What can I say? In my mind you’ll always be a twelve-year-old.” She clapped him on the shoulder and reached over to mess up his thinning hair, but he ducked away quickly.

Dad and Isobel graduated high school the same year. They used to date when they were my age, and that’s how my mom and dad first met: Mom was Dad’s girlfriend’s little sister. It’s hard to imagine any of them being my age. It’s hard to imagine Dad with Isobel.

Isobel always said they were better as friends. And Dad never said much about it at all. They still had this sibling-like banter that always seemed to make Mom so jealous. All my life, she had made these little comments about it, jokes usually. But there was no humor in Mom’s face now, as she leveled the two of them with her eyes.

Sometimes I wonder if my parents were ever really happy, if it was me who did this to them. Maybe there’s something like the speed of light when it comes to love, too. Like they were doomed before they ever started, but it’s just taken seventeen years for them to be able to see it.



MAIA

I DIDN’T EVEN KNOW GRAFFITI existed in Carson, North Carolina. I saw it by accident yesterday morning when I was at the gas station filling my eternally deflating bike tires with free air. I usually rode there in front of the store, so I hadn’t seen the back of the building until then.

A car pulled up to one of the gas pumps, music blaring. When I looked, I saw that it was all my friends, piled into Hayden’s mom’s old-ass Ford Escort, laughing and shouting with the windows rolled down. They were going to the beach, to the carnival we went to every summer.

They had invited me. They always invited me; they were good friends that way. I said I was sick. I wasn’t sick, though. That’s why I ducked behind the building with my bike, heart racing, waiting there until they left. And when I looked up, there it was: one of Mallory’s photographs, except in real life.

I loved my sister. Even when I didn’t understand her, even when I hated her, I still loved her. Which I guess is the reason I woke up early today to be here, staring at the graffiti on the back wall of the only gas station in town.

I returned this morning with Mallory’s camera hanging around my neck. There was this one sharp thread in the strap that poked into my skin, and I wondered if it had bothered her the way it bothered me.

Part of me also wondered if Mallory had spray-painted the wall herself and then taken a picture of it—that seemed like the kind of thing she might do. But in person, I could see that the letters were worn, faded from years of grime and weather. I brought the camera up to my face and squinted through the viewfinder.

My fingers fit into the smooth places that her fingers had worn into the body of the camera over the years. I took a step back, and then sidestepped to the right, back again, and a little to the left. And there it was. The picture my sister had once taken, framed exactly how she’d framed it. I looked down at my feet and adjusted my toes so they were pointing ever so slightly inward, the way she always used to stand. I was in the exact spot she was in when she took this picture.

I waited to feel something.

I don’t ever take pictures myself—that was Mallory’s thing. And I am nothing like Mallory. There wasn’t even film in the camera, but I pressed the shutter release so that it made that sound—that clap-click-snap sound that always seemed to accompany Mallory wherever she went.

Mallory had had a way of seeing things that no one else saw. But after our parents divorced four years ago, when she was in ninth grade and I was in eighth, she became serious about photography. We were only eighteen months apart, but it may as well have been eighteen years, for all we had in common. She had plans to become a famous photographer, vowed to travel the world after she graduated from high school. She wanted to work for National Geographic and see her photographs in art galleries and stuff like that. She was going to do it too; she had a fancy internship all lined up in Washington, DC, with some up-and-coming magazine that was going to pay to send her overseas on assignment.

People in Carson just don’t do stuff like that.

Most of the time I thought she was snobby and pretentious. This town, her life here, our parents, me . . . nothing was good enough for her. Even though she already had everything—grades, talent, friends, the adoration of our parents and teachers and classmates, beauty, brains, magic—still, she always wanted more.

I never understood it. Never understood her.

Which I guess is why I’m trying now.

I gazed at the words melting in hasty cursive script, studied the handwriting of the vandal, their capital letters mixed in with lowercase, the messy lines stacked like blocks one on top of the other. Not anything like Mallory’s scribble handwriting. Besides, she would’ve taken up the whole damn wall if it was her.

wE doN’t

sEE thiNgs

as thEy aRE,

wE sEE thEm

as wE aRE.

—aNaïs NiN

I lowered the camera and tried looking through my own eyes instead. The words must’ve meant something to Mallory. But to me it just felt like a riddle. One I wasn’t smart enough or edgy enough or creative enough to understand.

“Screw you, Mallory,” I whispered.

I pulled the strap back over my head and stowed her camera in my bag, picked my bike up off the pavement, and glared at the wall one last time before pedaling away.

Off to Bargain Mart, my summer job, the one my parents said would be good for me. Not that they knew a damn thing about what was good for anybody. Not me, and especially not themselves. They’ve been divorced for four years, yet still live together. They say it’s because of financial reasons, but I think it’s more that they can’t figure out how to actually leave each other. Because if they really left, then they couldn’t make each other miserable anymore, and if they couldn’t make each other miserable anymore, then they might have to actually feel the effects of all that has happened.

I had no choice but to pass my school to get to Bargain Mart. I had no choice but to pass my school whenever I wanted to get anywhere in this town. And when you pass my school, you can’t help but notice the giant boulder perched out on the front lawn: the Carson High School, Home of the Gladiators, Spirit Rock. It had always been decorated with birthday wishes or sports messages like: WIN! GO! NUMBER ONE!

Six months ago the senior class repainted it in Mallory’s honor. They let me help too, even though I was only a junior. Because, after all, I was her sister.

We decorated it with bright colors and pictures of white birds and feathers and hearts and crosses and flowers and teardrops, and one of her fellow art student friends even painted a picture of a camera and a volleyball. People wrote out messages like WE LOVE YOU, MALLORY; NEVER FORGOTTEN; TAKEN TOO SOON; and FOREVER IN OUR HEARTS.

The thing was, I didn’t even want to help. I’m sure that makes me a terrible person, but what would I say, what could I say?

If you’ve always been defined not as a full-fledged person but solely as another person’s polar opposite, and that person no longer exists, do you also cease to exist?

Those were the words I really wanted to paint on the surface of that rock. That was the question that had been on my mind, the one I knew I wasn’t supposed to ask out loud. Not that I was some kind of loser, or anything. I was just average. Not popular, not disliked either. Not short or tall, thin or heavy, ugly or pretty, smart or stupid. I’ve always just done what was expected of me—no more, no less. So I grabbed the paintbrush that someone was holding out to me. The instrument was clumsy and foreign in my hand, and I smeared out a big, crude, blob-shaped heart. Average. Mediocre. Unremarkable.

They patted me on the shoulder and said I was strong and brave and such a good sister, and all kinds of things that weren’t really true. It made them feel better to think certain things about me. They were the ones who needed to feel better, after all—they were her friends. They wanted to make me their friend too, like they could hold on to something of her through me. But it didn’t take them long to see I was no substitute, no connection to the friend they loved.

Sudden death. That’s what they call it when someone just dies and there’s not a good explanation as to why, or at least not one that makes sense.

Apparently she was on fire in gym class that day—they were playing volleyball, and volleyball was always her game. She spiked the ball over the net perfectly time after time, they said, scoring point after point. We were told she was laughing when it happened, right before she suddenly stumbled and went down.

Fainted, they thought.

But she was already gone by the time the school nurse got there. She was gone before the ambulance came blaring down the road, before it came to an abrupt stop at the south entrance of our school. Already gone, as the paramedics rushed inside with their equipment. Gone as I watched it all unfolding from the row of windows in fifth-period chemistry—the whole class, even the teacher, had gathered to see what was happening.

Because nothing ever happens in Carson.

Sudden cardiac arrest. The autopsy showed that she’d had an undetected heart condition, an electrical problem. Her heart just stopped. It’s extremely rare, they told us. Of course it would be.

•  •  •

I was late to work again, so I was assigned to the clearance aisle.

Crouched in the overcrowded lane of miscellaneous junk no one wanted, armed with a pricing gun, I was retagging all the spring merchandise that was never going to sell. Sickening amounts of after-Easter candy, chocolate eggs and bunnies, marshmallow chicks, and egg-painting kits: marked down from 75 percent off to 90 percent off. Then the Mother’s Day leftovers: cards, boxed chocolates with the fillings no one likes but for some reason they keep making anyway—like strawberry cream and that weird liquid cherry stuff that tastes like cough syrup—all marked down from 50 percent off to 75 percent off.

For hour after mind-numbing hour, I was at it. The sound of the pricing gun was nicking away at my concentration, never letting me think but never letting me really rest. Every last cell of my brain was emptying out into the monotony of the task, slipping from me and spattering to the shelves of unwanted holiday-themed leftovers.

This was going to be my whole summer.

When my lunch break came, I realized I had rushed out of the house, leaving the brown paper bag containing a cheese sandwich with mustard and a baggie of goldfish crackers sitting in my refrigerator back home. But thankfully, since Bargain Mart sells everything imaginable, from house paint to tires to toys, and makeup and cleaning supplies and food, I bought one of those Styrofoam cup-of-noodle soups, a banana, and a bottle of Dr. Bargain (Bargain Mart’s very own Dr Pepper imposter) before heading back to the break room.

I was standing in the microwave line when three kids from my school came in and sat down at one of the big tables, talking loudly about a party that was happening on Friday. I knew all of their names—in a town of only 5,479 people, you tend to know mostly everyone’s names—but I didn’t really know them. They knew me, the way everybody knew me, as Mallory’s sister, the sister of the girl who died last year.

I caught bits and pieces of their conversation: “Bonfire, in the woods,” one guy said. “At Bowman’s?” the girl asked. “Yeah, at Bowman’s, where else?” the second guy answered. “Kicking off the summer right,” the first guy added, clearly trying to impress the girl.

They talked about Bowman’s like Bowman was a linebacker on the football team. But Bowman’s isn’t a person, at least not anymore; it’s a place.

“Oh, hey, Maia,” the girl offered when they saw me standing there.

“Hi!” I smiled my big fake smile, and I raised my arm to wave, gestured to my Styrofoam lunch, then the microwave, so they’d know I wasn’t just standing there eavesdropping.

“So did you hear about the party at Bowman’s?” the girl shouted across the break room.

“I think so,” I called back.

“You should come,” she said, then quickly looked to her right and left, as if she was silently asking permission, as if she had forgotten what happened the last time I was invited to a party.

No one said anything for several seconds, and then the first guy chimed in, uncertainly, “Sure, I mean, come if you want.”

“Thanks,” I managed, also pretending I didn’t remember about that party last spring. “I’m pretty sure I’m busy that night, though.”

“Bummer,” the girl replied, but I could see them exhale a collective breath of relief. It wouldn’t do for a trio of underclassman to invite an unwanted guest to a party thrown by our newly graduated senior class.

“Yeah,” I agreed, and sighed like it really was a bummer.

Thankfully, the microwave beeped just then, the person in front of me retrieved their food, and I could finally extract myself from this conversation. I turned away from them, placed my cup of noodles on the rotating glass tray, shut the door, punched in three minutes, and stood there, watching it spin around and round.



CHRIS

I STABBED AT THE CHICKEN breast, and juice oozed out of the puncture holes left behind by my fork, forming a puddle on the plate. Mom was cutting up her food into tiny bites, working the knife back and forth like she wanted to saw through the kitchen table itself.

Dad was on his second beer and so was Isobel. It seemed like they were silently racing each other. Only, Dad didn’t normally drink, so he was already getting slow and goofy. Mom, on the other hand, did normally drink. If it was after seven o’clock, you’d be sure to see a glass of red wine attached to her hand and a flush to her cheeks that crawled up from her neck, lasting until she went to bed. But here, she adamantly refused as if it were suddenly a matter of principle. Instead, she had only a glass of ice water that was rapidly collecting condensation in Isobel’s non-air-conditioned house, which Mom had already commented on several times.

“You’ll need to update this place or it will never sell,” Mom told Isobel. Mom was always giving people unsolicited home advice because she was a real estate agent. But this was not simple friendly advice; it was a judgment.

Isobel, ever cool and levelheaded, came back with, “Good thing I’m not selling, then.”

Mom held up her hands in front of her, like she was some kind of martyr surrendering a fight, even though she was the one who was trying to get it started. It’s always unnerving to see my parents out of context like this, to realize that they’re not only my parents, but real people who existed before me, outside me.

It was so quiet, all I could hear were the sounds of each of us chewing; the more I tried to tune it out, the more focused on it I became.

“Well, you made great time,” Isobel offered, trying to break the walls of silence surrounding each of us. “Must not have hit any traffic.”

Those were the longest ten and a half hours of my life. I considered saying it out loud, but instead stared down at my food.

“You know, Chris,” Isobel continued, after no one answered. “I promise there really are things to do here. There’s some stores, a few restaurants, a movie theater, even. You could drive into town; it’s only about ten minutes or so. The theater only plays old stuff, but still.” She paused and looked at me like I should be impressed, then added, “There are kids around who are your age. You might even make some new friends.”

My mind rewound the list of small-town amenities, before it replayed the key words. “Wait, did you just say I could drive?”

“He coulddrive?” Dad echoed, the beer gently slurring his speech.

Mom dropped her fork abruptly and pushed her plate away. She rolled her eyes, which she did every time my dad referred to me as “he.” I wondered if she even realized she was doing it, or if it had just become a reflex.

“Seriously?” Mom snapped, glaring across the table at Isobel.

“Why not?” Isobel’s voice turned high and sharp, ready to challenge. “I have my old station wagon just sitting there out back.”

“That rusted tin can piece of junk?” Mom said, shaking her head. “No way.”

Isobel grinned at my mom like they were playing a game and it was just getting interesting. “Hey, it’s what’s on the inside that counts, little sister.” Then she kicked my foot under the table and nodded discreetly, as if to say: Don’t worry. I got this. “Besides, I just had it inspected the other day. Had to throw on some new brakes, is all. It’s perfectly safe, I promise.”

Dad nodded to himself and smiled slowly, absently moving the food around on his plate. When he looked up at Mom, her face was a stone—hard and cold and unyielding.

She narrowed her eyes at him, crossed her arms tightly over her stomach, and sat back in her chair. “I’m sorry, is that your way of asking what I think? Since when does that matter?” she asked him. Then suddenly the legs of her chair scraped against the floor, fingernails on a chalkboard, and she was on her feet. For a moment she looked like she wanted to knock my dad over in his chair. But instead she carried her plate to the sink and said, “Excuse me. I have a headache.”

Dad watched her walk away, and for a second I thought he was considering going after her. But then he shifted his eyes to Isobel, and lowering his voice, mumbled, “Thanks a lot.” And then they both started giggling like they really were still teenagers.

Isobel leaned into me so that I could smell the beer on her breath, and whispered loudly, “All right, I give up. What crawled up her ass?”

I shrugged, but I knew exactly what her problem was. She’d drawn a line between us, and she couldn’t stand the fact that this time I wasn’t going to cave in and cross back over to her side. I couldn’t, even if I wanted to—Mom didn’t get that.

“So?” I tried to refocus the conversation on the car subject. “Dad, can I?”

He gave me a long hard look, and sighed through the words. “I’ll talk to your mother about it, all right?”

Isobel raised her arm out to me for a fist bump, and then went to the fridge for another round of beers for her and my dad. I finished my salad while they volleyed remember when stories across the table, swapping secrets they’d already told each other a million times, laughing while reliving the best moments of their youth—the time she crashed her father’s car, the time he snuck out of the house to come see her and got caught, the time when they started a fire in their high school chemistry class, and of course, the inevitable, that time her little sister had a secret crush on her boyfriend and stole him out from under her.

When I left to go upstairs, they barely noticed.

The old floors creaked under my feet as I walked up to my room for the summer. My bags and boxes, mostly full of books—just the essentials—that had served as my friends this past year, were lined up against the wall. The room was furnished with a dresser, a nightstand, and a twin bed, all made of a dark, heavy, clunky wood that looked old yet indestructible. I sat down, and the mattress whimpered, buckling, then bouncing back up.

I grabbed my phone off the nightstand where it had been charging. Coleton had texted me hours ago with a video of a chimpanzee escaping from its enclosure at a zoo. I couldn’t help smiling, even though smiling was pretty much the last thing I wanted to do right then.

I responded: Haha, very funny

He texted back immediately: thought you’d appreciate! :) Then, after a calculated pause: soooo . . . you doing ok?

Was I okay? I had no idea, but I couldn’t deal with him worrying about me again.

I’m fine, just preparing to be bored to death for the next two months

I saw that he was typing a response—we still hadn’t discussed what had happened the other day, or how angry he was, how scared I’d made him. I didn’t want to have that conversation right now, so I cut him off before he could send it: thanks for the video. I’m beat, though. Going to bed (the passive aggression of the day was exhausting)

Cole’s typing stopped, then started back up again: OK, later.

I made my way over to the pile of things that were mine, but, like my parents downstairs, they seemed out of place, not really mine anymore. I sifted through until I found my telescope, its tripod, the eyepieces safely stored in their cases. It made me feel better knowing it was here. I’d bought it secondhand with my own money, saved from ten- and twenty-dollar bills stuffed in birthday cards from various relatives over the years. My parents would’ve bought it for me new, they said, but I wanted to make sure something this important was really all mine, something that they couldn’t take away from me.

They can take a lot, and they have, but not my telescope. And they can’t take away the feeling I get when I look up into the night sky at the stars I’ve come to know so well, all at various stages between being born and dying. “ ‘We are made of star-stuff,’ ” I whispered to myself. Carl Sagan famously said it decades ago; I have a poster with that quote hanging on my bedroom wall back home. That’s what I think about when I feel alone. That’s what I see when I look out there into the universe. It means we’re all connected. Everything we are and everything we know, everything we see and touch and feel, life, all of it came from out there. Except the real beauty of it is, when you get down to it, there is no out there or in here.

When a star goes supernova, expanding until it can no longer withstand its own gravitational force, it collapses and explodes, and from its remains comes all of this. We exist—everything we are—because a star died. Sometimes I wonder if maybe this is what religion feels like. It does for me.

I stood in the center of my new bedroom for a moment, not sure what to do. I thought of Mom downstairs in one room, and Dad and Isobel in another, me up here, and Coleton 687 miles away. I thought of this house sitting by itself in the middle of nowhere, and I wasn’t feeling very connected, not feeling one with anything, not even myself.

I opened the narrow closet door and pulled on the string that dangled down in front of my face. Attached to the end of it was a rabbit’s foot key chain, with tie-dye-colored fur. A bare bulb flickered to life, illuminating the stash of empty wire hangers swaying gently on the rod. I pulled on the rabbit’s foot again, feeling the tiny claws press into my palm, and the light went back out. For a second I wondered if maybe this was my mom’s bedroom when she was growing up here. I wasn’t sure if I could bring myself to ask her, though.

I shut the closet door, and when I spun around to face the other side of the room, I realized that there was another door, this one with a lock and an opaque, stained glass window in the center. The setting sunlight was glowing dimly through its mottled surface. I walked over, turned the dead bolt, and pulled on the handle. The door stuck like it hadn’t been opened in a while, suctioned shut with moisture and wind and time. But finally the seal cracked and the door popped open with a low moan. It led outside to a small square deck suspended in the air. I stepped out cautiously, taking mental note of the busted railing on one side. Like everything else in this house, the deck looked worn and tired. It was held up by what appeared to be flimsy wooden stilts, planted in the ground below. But as I took small steps toward the edge, I realized it was sturdier than it appeared. A ladder had been built in between the beams that supported it, and when I leaned over the edge, I saw that there were several rungs missing.

I looked across the field, and, to my surprise, there was another house. This one sat far back from the road and had a paved driveway instead of gravel and dirt. Landscaping and blue siding and shutters flanked each window. Even in the fading light I could tell it was a lot newer than Isobel’s house. Though there was also an old barn sitting adjacent to the house that looked more like an antique: some odd choice of lawn decoration or house accessory. It was missing bits here and there, making me doubt there were any livestock residents.

I’m sure my mom would have an opinion about it, something to do with curb appeal.

Sitting down on the old planks of wood, I took a deep breath and looked up. Aside from Coleton and my books, the stars had been my friends too—probably my most reliable friends these past few years. They’re constant, even when everything else is changing. Though I guess they’re changing too, just more slowly. I lay down on my back and kicked off my sneakers, folding my arms behind my head as a pillow.

The sky out here was so clear, so wide open.

I could see Jupiter overhead, and Saturn rising up above the tree line in the southeast, Ursa Major, Ursa Minor, Polaris, each one exactly where it was supposed to be, each one telling me exactly where I was.



MAIA

A SLOW ACHE WAS BUILDING in my chest as I rode my bike away from Bargain Mart. Past the school, with its Spirit Rock that never ceased to make me feel like the shittiest sister on the face of the earth. Then past the gas station where that graffiti was still taunting me, even hidden around the back of the building where I couldn’t see it. As I pedaled on, I wished hard that I had somewhere else to go but home.

I regretted not going to the beach with my friends. I was going to be feeling sad and crappy anyway; it would’ve been nice to at least feel that way in a different setting.

I rode my bike down all the familiar empty streets, alongside the fields and small farms and sparse houses where nothing was ever out of the ordinary. I pedaled out a steady pace—not too slow, not too fast—one that I knew would get me home right as it would become too dark to see.

Something was different when I approached my house. I couldn’t tell what it was at first, and then I realized: It wasn’t my house that was different; it was my neighbor’s. There was an extra car in the driveway, extra lights on in the house.

It’s so pathetic that I know that.

Even more pathetic, it actually made me feel excited for a second, the thought of something, anything, being different.

I left my bike on the front lawn and tried not to make too much noise as I entered the house. Someone had left the kitchen light on for me. Mom, probably. It was barely even nine p.m., and they’d already sent themselves to bed.

I understood, in a way. It was still weird to be at home without Mallory, because when she was here, she was always doing something interesting, talking about something fascinating, keeping us entertained with her daily revelations, her quirky observations. When she was around, you could almost forget how screwed up our family was, even back then.

But there’s nothing like a tragedy to shine a spotlight on all of our already-weak places, like fractures in a bone that never quite healed. Some families might pull together in their grief and become stronger, but with mine, it just seemed to strain all those places that wanted so badly to snap.

I opened the fridge, and there was the lunch I’d packed this morning. Sitting down at the kitchen table, I opened the crumpled brown bag, unwrapped my cheese sandwich, and ate it in silence, peeling the crusts away, as I always did. Mallory used to think I was weird for doing that. “Why don’t you just cut the crusts off when you make it?” she would ask me every time I ate a sandwich.

I shrugged and whispered, out loud, “I don’t know.”

Just then, I thought I heard footsteps creaking up the basement stairs. I stopped chewing so I could listen. Nothing. I swallowed. Then I heard the sound again, only this time the steps were retreating. Dad. He was probably coming up to use the bathroom. I almost wanted to call out, let him know it was just me in here. But I didn’t.

So, I sat alone in the kitchen, the crunching sound of the little goldfish crackers between my teeth amplified inside my head. The whole rest of the house was dark. Dad was down in the basement with his tiny TV. Mom was upstairs in her bedroom with her romance novels. Our dog, Roxie, was no doubt in Mallory’s bedroom eternally waiting for her to come home each night.

We couldn’t even blame our current state of affairs on Mallory. I still remember how my parents sat me and Mallory down and explained it, as if we were children. They said it was no one’s fault. But we knew exactly what had happened: Dad had cheated on Mom. Whether it was a one-time thing, like he swore, or a relationship, as she insisted, it didn’t matter. It was over. And everything that our lives had been before was over too.

They said they hadn’t been happy in a long time, which was news to me—I’d thought they were really happy. I’d thought we were all happy. But Mallory wasn’t surprised. She had seen something I hadn’t. They said they were going to put our house up for sale; they were going to go their separate ways. They said we’d spend equal time with both of them. And they loved us.

Then they did all kinds of repairs and updates on the house that they’d been putting off for years. Replaced the leaky roof, updated the plumbing, redid the kitchen, and renovated the inside of the old barn. New vinyl siding on the house and professional landscaping. They dropped the price, and dropped the price again. But it never sold, and now neither of them could afford to move out without the money from the house. So, Dad moved into the newly finished basement, and Mom had the new master bedroom with the walk-in closet and the claw-foot tub she’d always wanted.

Mallory and I were supposed to share the barn, but it became hers. Her studio. Her sanctuary. She had her art. She had her dreams, her plans. Me, I never had much of a plan, didn’t have dreams, at least not the kind you need extra space to make come true. My dreams were more nebulous, less concrete. Did I want to get out of this town someday? Of course.

But it’s hard to figure out what you’re supposed to be when you’ve never even really known who you were in the first place—that was something I’d realized only recently. Something I didn’t think my friends would understand. After all, I looked the same and dressed the same and talked the same as I always had. But I wasn’t the same.

I crumpled up my brown bag and threw it into the garbage can under the sink. I took my sneakers off so I wouldn’t make any noise as I walked up the stairs to my bedroom. As I passed Mallory’s room, Roxie looked up quickly, then set her head back down on the blanket at the foot of the bed and sighed.

I closed my bedroom door silently, peeled off my grimy Bargain Mart T-shirt, and got into my pajamas. I walked over to the window, like I did every night, even though the view never changed.

But that night it had.

It was too far to see clearly, but the door on the second floor was wide open; light from inside the room spilled out onto the wooden deck. There was someone out there. I watched for a while, but they didn’t move.

I turned off my light, fell into bed, and stared at the ceiling, listening to the silence all around me. I really should’ve gone to the beach, I thought as I closed my eyes.



CHRIS

A DOOR SLAMMED SOMEWHERE. IT shook me awake, my brain and body scrambling to remember where I was. I lifted my head and looked at the old clock radio on the nightstand, its neon-green numbers blinking 12:00, 12:00, 12:00.

The room came into focus in bits and pieces. The light was different here, slanting in through the slits in the blinds. And the morning sounds—they were different too. No garbage trucks rumbling or neighbors’ dogs barking, or car alarms being set off. Just birds: a whole orchestra of whistling and whispering, knocking and tapping, the call and response of an indecipherable language.

I reached for the notebook I kept on the nightstand, the pen clipped to the cover, and I scribbled a note to myself to look up what kinds of birds live around here. Lots of the great scientists kept journals: Albert Einstein, Marie Curie, Thomas Edison, countless others. I had a whole stack of full notebooks at home, hidden in a shoe box at the back of my closet. I kept thinking maybe someday I’d look back on them and realize I had some brilliant idea, the missing piece to a problem I would be trying to solve years from now.

I wished I could’ve stayed in bed. But that would have been too much like surrendering. So I dragged myself up to my feet, opened the door, and stepped outside onto the deck. I heard voices down below, so I crept to the edge without the railing and leaned over to see. My mom stood there with her hands firmly planted on her hips, showered and dressed, as if she’d been up for hours and was ready to get this day over with. To get her time with me over with. Isobel hovered behind Dad, who was hunched under the open hood of her old station wagon. Then Dad moved around to the driver’s side and leaned in to start it. The engine choked and sputtered, and for a second I worried it wasn’t going to turn over, but then it roared to life.

They all stood there, watching for any signs of malfunction. But it stayed strong. Dad nodded in approval, then looked to Mom.

“Fine,” she said.

“You’re sure?” he asked.

“I said fine.”

Isobel glanced over her shoulder at that moment, as if she had somehow known I was watching. We exchanged a quick smile before I raced back inside to shower and get dressed.

I went downstairs and I played the game. Acted surprised when Mom and Dad told me they’d let me use the car for the summer. Acted grateful when they said I could take it for a test drive by myself. Acted like they were being reasonable when they said if I wasn’t back in five minutes, they’d change their minds about the whole thing.

Maybe I really was a flight risk. If I was, it was only because they’d kept me locked away like a prisoner for the last year. They thought they were protecting me—I got that. But what they didn’t get was that they were suffocating me in the process.

•  •  •

The station wagon was a total piece of shit. But it was my piece of shit now. Turning the key in the ignition that first time, feeling the car rumble to life all around me, was freedom.

The car wasn’t so much a color, as it was rust and patches of faded paint. The old leather seats were so worn and soft and holey that the foam was popping through in a million different places. I flipped the visor down, and it nearly fell off into my lap. The AC didn’t work, and all I could smell was motor oil. I rolled all the windows down by hand, adjusted the mirrors, and had to really work the sticky gear to shift it into drive. My parents and Isobel all stood and watched as I eased the car down the gravel driveway and turned out onto the road.

Once I was out of their view, I spun the dial on the radio, but all I got was static. I reached over and popped open the glove box—it was jammed full of papers and an assortment of dusty old cassette tapes that had to have been sitting there since the nineties. Their plastic cases cascaded onto the floor of the passenger side. I reached over and grabbed one of the tapes, tried to read the faded handwritten words scrawled on the paper label.

I looked up just in time to swerve.



MAIA

I WOKE UP WITH THAT picture in my head. So I threw on a hoodie and rode my bike out to the gas station again. I brought Mallory’s camera with me again. Stared at the words again. Felt each one weighing down on me, again.

The longer I stood there contemplating them, the less sense they made.

“What do you want from me?” I said out loud.

I honestly didn’t know if I was talking to Mallory or myself. I tried to take in a deep gulp of air, but it was laced with gasoline, and the smell went straight to my head. Suddenly a tidal wave of dizziness rolled through my whole body—it was either because of the gas fumes in the air or the fact that I was pretty sure I was developing an iron deficiency from trying to be vegetarian in a place that doesn’t do vegetarian.

I looked at the wall again, the handwriting, the words, and I shook my head.

I wasn’t sure what I actually believed about the whole life-and-death-spirit-world-afterlife thing. My parents’ approach to religion was pretty progressive; they wanted us to choose for ourselves. Dad is Christian, but not the church-every-Sunday kind of Christian. Mom is Jewish, but like Dad, not the temple-every-Shabbat kind of Jew. Combine those with growing up in Carson, a very church-every-Sunday kind of Christian place, and Mallory and I were sort of left to our own devices.

Mallory had mixed and matched belief systems and had said recently that she felt more Buddhist than anything else. Me, I always thought of myself as a religious independent. I prayed. Sometimes, anyway. But it was always less to any specific entity and more of a just-putting-it-out-there sort of thing.

Our family traditions were as follows:

1. We had a small handcrafted wooden cross that always hung in the hallway, along with a mezuzah affixed to the doorframe outside on an angle.

2. We celebrated Christmas and Hanukkah every year with both a tree and a menorah.

3. Easter and Seder.

4. Eggnog and Manischewitz.

We kept things pretty basic. Focused on the holidays—light the candles, sing the songs, open the presents. It’s not like we ever really talked about the big-picture stuff. Like, hypothetically, if one of us were to die tomorrow, what do we all believe happens next?

I breathed deep, in through my nose, out through my mouth. My dizzy spell was beginning to lift the way the sunlight had burned off the morning fog that clung to the road.

I left without any answers, only more questions.

On my way home the muscles in my thighs burned. I pedaled hard as I came up the hill. I knew I should’ve braked when I started to come down, but I pushed until the tires were spinning so fast, my legs were whipping around, feet flailing from the pedals. I squeezed the hand brakes too quickly, and for a moment I teetered back and forth, catching myself just in time.
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